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336 pp., ISBN: 978-1-59463-078-1Stem cells and hope. For those who place their futures in the
perpetuation of biomedical research, these two constructs—
stem cells and hope—have become nearly synonymous. For
the scientific community, the potential for their work to be the
basis of hope seems all too obvious. Science has long been
the very vehicle by which society tackles its most pressing and
perplexing challenges. It was Vannevar Bush, the first US presi-
dential science advisor and the intellectual powerhouse behind
the National Science Foundation, who championed the role
that science would need to play in addressing broad social,
economic, and technological problems. However, it was also
Vannevar Bush who stated, ‘‘A belief may be larger than
a fact,’’ and for stem cell research, this perceptive observation
made over 50 years ago has come to define the field.
Alice Park works to dispel some of the ‘‘belief-as-fact’’ pattern
that has driven the social side of stem cell research in her book,
The Stem Cell Hope. In a highly readable and relatable narrative,
Park offers a comprehensive look at the science, legislation,
ethics, and controversy that have framed the history of stem
cell research, opening a door into the often deeply personal
dynamics of a field that, for many, may appear all too distant
and abstract. Often using Harvard Stem Cell Institute’s indefati-
gable stem cell luminary, Doug Melton, as her protagonist and
narrative vehicle, Park paints a comprehensive picture of stem
cell research that reaches beyond the laboratory and to the halls
of Congress, the ethicist’s library, and the patient’s bedside.
In a veritable ‘‘who’s who’’ in stem cell research, Park deftly
walks the casual stem cell observer from the early, pre-human
embryonic stem cell research days and through the battles
that have ensued since then. Preeminent researchers, such as
Melton, James Thomson, George Daley, Shinya Yamanaka,
Kevin Eggan, and Hans Kierstead, and major contributors to
the stem cell field, like Robert Klein, Jerry Zucker, Alta Charo,
and Insoo Hyun, take center stage in the book, putting the focus
on how this field has unfolded, and providing faces for the names
who allowed the field to evolve. Whereas stem cell research can
be seen by many as a scientific abstraction, Park provides
a human dimension. And whereas stem cell research can be
seen by many as a rallying cry for the sick or disabled, Park
emphasizes the equal-opportunity nature of disease. This reor-
ientation could not have come too soon.
Stem cell science is in need of a PR campaign. An image
consultant, if you will. Since long before Thomson’s first deriva-
tion of human embryonic stem cells, and even long before the
1995 Dickey-Wicker Amendment, the ball of cells has been in616 Cell Stem Cell 8, June 3, 2011 ª2011 Elsevier Inc.the opponents’ court. Park notes that the Bush advisor Jay Lef-
kowitz himself stated, ‘‘A lot of the conservative groups saw
this .a little bit as a surrogate for abortion.’’ Language that
has framed the debate, such as ‘‘cloning,’’ ‘‘destruction,’’
‘‘fetus,’’ ‘‘abortion,’’ and ‘‘slippery slope,’’ is the very language
introduced and perpetuated by those who have no greater
interest in the field than to see its demise. The stem cell debate
is not one that has been defined by promise or the alleviation of
suffering or the very hope that Park’s title invokes. Couple this
with the profound misunderstanding and misinformation that
pervades a general awareness of science, and we are left with
a social quagmire that puts the beliefs that culturally shape
science as tantamount to the facts that underlie it. Park helps
to swing that pendulum in the opposite direction, which is help
that stem cell science desperately needs.
The Stem Cell Hope is structured such that it offers valuable
insight into the stem cell field, irrespective of one’s relationship
to it. For those deeply immersed in the field, there are anecdotes
and insider accounts of events that have shaped the state of the
research in some important way; for example, the details of the
WARF patenting agreement or the dynamics that brought about
the precise constellation of genes that unlocked the mystery of
dedifferentiation. While possibly less compelling to some, the
detailed accounts of these events are useful for those readers
who want more than a cursory overview of the history of this
research. However, it is not the deeply immersed for whom
this book is either designed or best suited, for it is not they
who need to understand why stem cells and hope are so
intricately intertwined. This book is most adequately designed
for those on the margins of the field, who do not know enough
of the story to formulate a firm opinion, or those who believe it
is fundamentally right to support stem cell research but cannot
say why. These are the selfsame people, coincidentally and
fortuitously enough, who the stem cell field most critically needs
on its side—those who can tip the balance from research that is
socially condemned to that which is socially embraced. As
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why stem cell research is important and why we should care
about it.
Park provides a stripped-of-their-labcoats look at stem cell
scientists, demystifying who they are and what they are trying
to achieve. Park describes their facial features, demeanor, and
lives outside of science, in a ‘‘scientists are people, too’’ sort
of way. Park brings the reader into the conference room
wherein, in 1994, the first set of recommendations for embryo
research was negotiated. And Park helps the reader understand
how fundamental bioethical requirements protect the field from
potentially unethical practices like that seen in Woo Suk
Hwang’s work. The significance of humanizing the research is
not to be underappreciated, even for members of the scientific
community who might not find a narrative wholly related to the
work they do. Much to the contrary—outside of the daily
goings-on of the laboratory, there is perhaps no greater influ-
ence on the progression of stem cell research than how society
embraces it. The intimate relationship between societal under-
standing and scientific progress becomes especially evident
as a growing number of US states and countries around the
world move toward banning human embryonic stem cell
research altogether, despite the fact that science exists as
a tremendous economic driver and source of international
competitiveness. In the chasm between what stem cell research
is and what it is believed to be lies the space that, if not filled by
scientific truth, will be filled by something else—some other
social authority looking to claim rights to epistemologically
disputed territory. Stem cell research has fallen victim to this
trap time and time again. However, in order to effectively bridge
the divide between science and society, scientists need to
better understand what society does not understand, where
the gaps lie, and how to communicate their work more effec-
tively. Where there is uncertainty, there is room for doubt, and
where there is doubt, there is room for condemnation. Park
provides the quite necessary avenue by which stem cell science
becomes less intimidating and less biology textbook, but this
avenue must continue to be tread by the researchers who
conduct this science.
What might be considered a shortfall of The Stem Cell Hope is
the relatively limited attention Park pays to those for whom this
hope applies. For certain, Park takes time to highlight some ofthe lives of people who stand to benefit from future advances
in stem cell science, not least of whom are the children of prom-
inent forces in the field, Melton and Klein. Yet, in her presentation
of the story of stem cell research, with the research itself as the
story’s focus, Park loses a bit about why, in its most broadly
applicable way, this research is being conducted—whose lives
are at stake, whose future is in the balance, and whose voice
is being neglected. Who are the millions of people facing the
most dehumanizing and degrading conditions that are brought
about by disease and disability? What are their lives like? What
does it mean to struggle against not only a body that has aban-
doned you, but also a public policy that is doing the same? This
message is perhaps the most tangible and immediate path by
which to take stem cell research out of the context of the abstract
and into the context of the human, and that is a message that
cannot be delivered frequently enough, whether to society, legis-
lators, or even scientists themselves. The hope of stem cell
research lies not only in its science, and certainly not only in
the political capital brought about by winning a political battle,
but by how it will change the lives of those most vulnerable
and most marginalized. These are the very people who have,
against all degree of difficulty, kept this issue alive, and these
are the very people on whose backs the weight of this struggle
has been carried. That is how the argument needs to be re-
framed, that is the message that scientists need to deliver, and
that is the true stem cell hope.
The Stem Cell Hope is a valuable addition to the growing body
of literature encircling the stem cell debate. Written nearly as
a literary documentary, Park provides any reader with unprece-
dented access to the biggest names, strongest forces, and
most salient events in the stem cell field, making the story of
stem cell research a veritable tale of perseverance in the face
of adversity. Finding themselves between the Scylla of scientific
complexity and the Charybdis of legislative restriction, scientists
like Melton, Eggan, Thomson, Kierstead, Varmus, and Yama-
naka become the Ulysses to cheer for, the hero you want to
see win by the book’s conclusion. If only the story were so
tidy. What is most important about this story is that the conclu-
sion has not yet been written, and within the confines of this
book in particular, the reader has a direct effect on how it will
be done, because The Stem Cell Hope is a shared hope in which
we all play a part.Brooke Ellison1,*
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